CHAPTER II

OF all the Tatarsk cossacks who had retreated with the
Whites, by the summer some thirty men had returned.
The majority were old men and elderly cossack soldiers,
and, except for sick a,nd wounded, the cossacks in the prime
of life were still missing. Some of them were in the Red
Army, others, members of Wrangel regiments, were biding
their time in the Crimea, preparing for a new advance into
the Don area.
A good half of those who had gone would remain for even
in strange lands : some had perished of typhus, others
had found death during the final struggles against the
enemy in the Kuban. A number who had been separated
from the main forces were frozen to death in the steppe
beyond Manich, two were taken prisoner by guerillas and
had vanished without trace. There were many cossacks
missing from Tatarsk. The women spent their days in
tense and anxious expectation, gazing under their palms.
Who knows ? Perhaps some belated wayfarer might be
coming along the highroad in the lilac evening haze.
Some ragged, lousy and emaciated, but long expected
master would come home, and at once there would be/
joyous, aimless bustle in his hut ; water was heated for
the dirt-blackened soldier ; the children vied with each
other in waiting on their father, and watched his every
movement ; half crazed with happiness, the housewife ran
to lay the table, J:hen rushed to the chest to get out a clean
set of her husband's underwear. But, as though of malice,
the linen proved to be unmended, and the housewife's
trembling fingers simply could not get the thread through
the needle eye. At that happy moment even the yard dog,
which had recognised its master a long way off and hac|
run behind him as far as the threshold, licking his hand,
was allowed to come into the hut ; the children,escaped
scotf ree even if they broke a utensil or spilled milk and